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１． Introduction
Boris Poplavsky（1903–35）was a poet and a writer of the younger 
generation of the Russian émigré’s first wave who had emigrated from 
Russia because of the Russian Revolution in 1917 and the following 
Russian Civil War. The writers of this generation embarked on their 
literary careers after emigration, and their works are often studied in 
the context of European arts and literature. They spent their childhood 
in Russia, but their memory was insufficient as a source for their 
writing, unlike for the older generation; so their interest was naturally 
directed to their present lives and their existence in the absurd émigré 
life. This brought them closer to existentialism in Europe.
　　Poplavsky’s works had much in common with European literature. 
He had often visited European cities in his childhood before emigration 
and even studied at the French lycée in Moscow, which enabled him 
to become familiar with French as well as Russian literatures. Thus, 
it is no wonder he accepted or sympathized quite naturally with 
French literature when he began writing in France,ⅱ  where his poems 
acquired fantastic, unrealistic motifs, placing him closer to French 
surrealism than Russian futurism or symbolism. This assessment seems 
accurate because the unrealistic images in Poplavsky’s poems die with 
time, represent the current time, and do not belong to the future. In 
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other words, as for surrealists, the current reality is where unrealistic 
motifs are found, not beyond the obvious reality. Poplavsky’s prose, 
where we can find less surrealistic images than his poems, is also about 
the current reality, resonating with existentialism. Both surrealistic and 
existentialistic elements appeared quite naturally to represent the young 
Russian émigré’s struggles to live everyday life. Therefore, we do 
not doubt that Poplavsky’s works exist in the context of the European 
literature and arts.
　　Nevertheless, we cannot ignore the fact that there are discourses 
on Russia in his prose. How can we understand them? The image 
of Russia is complicated with the aspiration for religious salvation, 
which has been one of the most controversial themes for the studies on 
Poplavsky. However, we cannot help noticing that the image of Russia 
is accompanied by perceptional images, especially that of the skin. The 
problem of the skin in Poplavsky’s prose is argued by Tokarev, but his 
study is limited to the discussion about relations between Poplavsky’s 
works and the European literature and philosophical thoughts. 
Therefore, in this article, we will focus on the image of the skin to 
understand Poplavsky’s prose influenced by the European literature and 
thoughts but encompassing the image of Russia.
２．Nothing is deeper than the skin
Poplavsky wrote two novels, Apollon Bezobrazov（1926–32）and 
Home from the Heavens（1934–35）, which would have made a trilogy 
with an unknown third novel. Each of his novels focuses on the life 
of young Russian émigrés with a common unique character, Apollon 
Bezobrazov, who is characterized by his immobility, depicted as 
“competing the stillness with stone” （Poplavsky, 2000, 275）, who 
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“doesn’t live; in other words, someone who doesn’t get old and doesn’t 
struggle, that is, one who doesn’t participate in anything” （Poplavsky, 
2000, 229）, is closed, alienated, cold, and cheerful.
　　What is crucial for us is that in the second novel Bezobrazov 
is characterized as “the most surface person in the world, because 
desire and pain are in its depth but you don’t feel pains” （Poplavsky, 
2000, 257）. It is also said that he can “stay on the surface of life” 
（Poplavsky, 2000, 242）. Since the skin is the surface of human 
bodies, “the most surface person” is regarded as someone whose life is 
concentrated on the skin. We can learn more about such a person from 
the unknown narrator’s words addressing Bezobrazov.
Look, Bezobrazov, how endlessly unexpectedly, how unexpectedly 
rich the form of every stone is.（...）Now you see how it, the 
hot stone, is passionately loved by the earth, which doesn’t let 
it separate from its own stomach.（...）Snuggle your face to 
the coniferous heat of the ground and listen—you won’t hear 
anything, but underground heat is working there, heated rivers are 
flowing: strain your ears, forget yourself, then, maybe, you will 
hear how a small persistent bird busily, sadly, sunnily, insistently 
shouts all its secrets. And again, you will understand that the 
essence of all the things exists on their very surface, not behind 
them and there is nowhere to go beyond it. Open your hand 
and kiss it. It is not between the bones and blood where body 
is revealed, but in the golden openness in the skin. Skin is the 
revelation of body, tiredness, happiness, health, fear, vice, desire, 
and there is nothing deeper than the skin. Kiss the heated skin 
of the ground, stroke it, smell and taste it, the soul of the earth 
is revealed not under the skin, but in its nakedness, and there is 
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nothing deeper than the surface.（Poplavsky, 2000, 255–256）
　　The skin is “the revelation” of all feelings, so the most surface 
person might have all feelings, though he refuses to get into their depth. 
If Bezobrazov seems to be closed, this is the revelation of his essence, 
the result of his feelings.
　　It is interesting that a Japanese philosopher of art, Tanigawa 
Atsushi, quoting McLuhan, examined the relationship between 
existentialism and the extension of the skin. Tanigawa wrote that 
existentialism denies the traditional essentialism that stands on the 
dualism of essentia（essence）and existentia（existence）, and 
existence is defined by monism（Tanigawa, 2009, 260）. This resonates 
with what Poplavsky’s narrator says, “the essence of all the things 
exists on their very surface.” In the novel, we can find a small but 
significant detail where Bezobrazov “absorbs the content by touch, not 
by reading” （Poplavsky, 2000, 252）a book.ⅲ  He does not need to 
know the contents of the book as the surface is enough. This presents 
an analogy between a book and all existences, including a human one.
　　Besides, we also need to mention that the last quote suggests Paul 
Valery’s famous phrase that “the deepest thing in man is the skin” 
（Valery, 2012, 122）in The Idée Fixe. Tokarev, who dedicated the 
whole chapter of his book to the commonalities between the works 
of Poplavsky and Valery, also mentioned this（Tokarev, 2011, 257）. 
In Valery’s The Idée Fixe, “I”, who is thought to be identical with 
Valery’s famous character, Monsieur Teste—whom Tokarev regards 
as Bezobrazov’s double—said, “a human being becomes someone 
when an unexpected effect or product comes out from inside.（...） 
We live with kinds of debts written inside ourselves in some invisible 
way...”（Valery, 2012, 147）with ideas and memories. All potentials 
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inside ourselves are called the “implex,” which is regarded as “the 
origin of our uncertain existence which is affected by the time and 
the chance”（Valery, 2012, 151）, and a human being encompasses 
multiple existences living in multiple dimensions. Here, the skin is the 
accidental appearance of the “implex.” Such a thought is shared by 
Poplavsky’s novel.
　　Tokarev also wrote that “the source of the concept of the surface 
may be Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit（Tokarev, 2011, 256）, 
since Poplavsky, referring to Hegel, had written that “the essence is 
not behind the things, not behind the reason, but on the very surface” 
（Poplavsky, 2009, 135）. We can also read in the Poplavsky’s novel 
that the main character, Oleg “gasped from the surprise-gratitude, 
reading Hegel’s words that the body is the embodied, obvious, realized 
soul”（Poplavsky, 2000, 300）.
　　We cannot tell from where Poplavsky takes the idea, but it is clear 
that the idea of the surface being the revelation of all complex feelings, 
ideas, and memories resonated with him, which justifies discussing 
Poplavsky in the context of European literature and philosophy.
３.  The skin disease
Making an obvious contrast to Bezobrazov, the main characters of 
both novels, Vasha in the first one and Oleg in the second, are sensitive 
young men, who struggle to live in the miserable state of the émigré 
life and search for salvation. While Bezobrazov is the most surface 
person, it is quite remarkable that Oleg and Vasha compared their state 
to “a skin disease.”
　　In the first novel Vasha, who has just come to Paris, says, “I 
was stooped over, and my whole appearance bore the expression of 
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a transcendental humiliation, like a skin disease I couldn’t cast off” 
（Poplavsky, 2000, 10）. Vasha depicts his appearance as that of a 
typical beggar: “Like all beggars, I shaved carefully and combed my 
hair”（Poplavsky, 2000, 9）. It is important that Vasha is talking about 
his appearance, his surface. Vasha’s narrative continues:
In those years my clothes were rumbled and shrunken. Ash and 
bits of tobacco covered them. I rarely washed, I liked sleeping 
in my clothes.（…）Then I would get dressed, looked slowly 
and sadly at the soles of my boots, turn my collar inside out, and 
carefully fix my part—the special vanity of beggars, who try 
with this and other pitiable actions to pretend that nothing has 
happened to them.（Poplavsky, 2000, 10）
　　He cares about his appearance and tidies himself up; however, he 
cannot deceive people’s eyes. On the contrary, his adjusted appearance 
proves his poor, wretched state. Even if he pretended, the essence of 
his situation reveals on his appearance, as “the essence of all the things 
exists on their very surface.” “A skin disease,” “the expression of a 
transcendental humiliation,” represents the revealed essence of his 
existence.
　　However, the narrator also compares those beggar-like émigrés to 
Christ. “If he’d been born today, wouldn’t Christ have walked without 
gloves in worn shoes, more dead than alive?”（Poplavsky, 2000, 11）. 
Vasha, who found himself being like beggars, was able to find his 
resemblance to Christ, who should have chosen and accepted an ascetic 
way of life for God. This indicates that there might be a religious 
remedy for “the skin disease,” which is more obviously talked in the 
second novel.
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　　In the second novel, the image of the skin is more prominent and 
penetrating than the first one, and “the skin disease” is more crucial to 
understand the main theme of the novel. It is explained as “the hopeless 
pity for everything, ringing at night, which doesn’t let him（Oleg） 
either accept life, nor enter into life”（Poplavsky, 2000, 240）.  Here 
the possible ways to get cured of “the skin disease” are clearly shown 
as either “accepting life” or “entering into life,” that is he might be 
healed by one of these two ways. The struggle between these two ways 
to deal with life is reflected in Poplavsky’s  Home from  the Heavens 
and becomes the main theme of this novel. The title represents Oleg’s 
search for salvation in love, which is called his “trip home from the 
Heavens”（Poplavsky, 2000, 429）. For Oleg, “accepting life” means 
aiming for “the heavens” by living an ascetic way of life, following 
Christ. However, he chooses another way, “entering into life,” making 
his “trip home,” and searching for the remedy against “the skin 
disease.”
　　The difference between Bezobrazov, the most surface person, 
and Oleg, who suffers from “the skin disease,” is in how they live. 
Bezobrazov was able to live without becoming involved in-depth, 
unlike Oleg. Oleg cannot accept the life in France following either 
Bezobrazov, nor Christ; accordingly, he tries to enter life, to live and 
love, experience, so that he could get cured of “the skin disease.”
４. Searching for Russian depth
Oleg’s “trip home” is full of the image of the skin, so we will mainly 
examine the second novel for a while. To find the remedy for “the skin 
disease,” Oleg leaves “the red-hot hell of Holiness,” the heavens, “for 
the ground, for the humility of the work, the tiredness and the physical 
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love,”（Poplavsky, 2000, 305） for home.
　　It is remarkable that “the physical love” is led by a perception of 
the surface of the loved women.
Now he stroked, felt, as if sculpting her cheekboned face—Oleg 
always wished that he was a sculptor, — and Tanya involuntarily 
happily closes her eyes... This is his habit. Tanya has liked it 
before, but now his hard and dry palms give her wild relish. 
Slowly, as if manipulating the blue clay, Oleg with deep antique 
pleasure feels every bulge of this dear face, which was once so 
terrible, but now peacefully, like a tamed lion, lazily menacingly 
smiling. Oleg strokes the back of her head carefully, gently, with 
a surprise of happiness feeling her big, male ears.（Poplavsky, 
2000, 372）
　　Then Oleg told Tanya, one of the women he loved, that he 
“physically” adored her and continued: “you understand, not 
sexually, too, and so, probably, but I don't know anything about it, but 
physically... you understand, I could endlessly look at you, stroke you, 
and draw, and think, watching you, without knowing it, move around 
the room, comb your hair, lifting heavy hands…”（Poplavsky, 2000, 
372）.  And Oleg continued to touch the surface of her body.
  　Here we have to emphasize that he makes this trip as if he had 
been led by something Russian in the women he loved, searching for 
salvation in these loves. The love he wants is not only physical but 
also always accompanied by the image of Russia. In other words, 
the home that should be reached through physical love is expected to 
be Russia or have something Russian about it, while the heavens are 
where Oleg would live a religious life with God as an ascetic. Oleg 
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struggles between home and the heavens as he can “love only falling 
away from God”（Poplavsky, 2000, 421）. Consequently, home and 
the heavens never exist together for him. Thus, Russia and the women 
accompany the image of the earth, the ground, opposed to the heavens. 
Oleg compared constructing an ordinary life with women to reaching 
the earth.
　　The image of Russia has some features. First, it is represented by 
a revelation of emotions. Another woman, Katya is characterized to be 
“homeland’s, infinitely Russian”（Poplavsky, 2000, 304）, “her thin 
skin soon flashed with blood from happiness, lies, malice”（Poplavsky, 
2000, 317）, and her emotions revealed easily through her skin, which 
contrasts with Bezobrazov.
　　Oleg also burst into emotion when he felt insulted by Tanya. 
He saw her leave him and, at this moment, he was “looking with his 
back, the back of his head, his entire skin, listening, sticking to every 
step of Tanya”（Poplavsky, 2000, 285）. The skin, as an exceptionally 
sensitive organ, seems to be open to all perception and is about to 
grasp the entire existence of Tanya. Then Oleg suddenly cried insanely, 
which is described as the “Russian savage fullness”（Poplavsky, 2000, 
287） which “broke some adult Western alienation forever and made 
them akin again without love, making some love possible”（Poplavsky, 
2000, 287）.  It is as if something Russian behind the skin was revealed.
　　Furthermore, Russia is associated with memory, the past. When 
Oleg was in love with Katya, the narrator says, “the words ‘life..., love 
to flesh, the earth, nature’ separated themselves（Oleg and Katya）, 
their world from the Montparnasse illness,”（Poplavsky, 2000, 346）,　
and Katya is said to “live extremely in a Russian way with memories”
（Poplavsky, 2000, 346）．ⅳ  This makes a contrast with Bezobrazov, 
for whom “there was no past” and who “looked down on the future and 
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always stood facing some sun-baked landscape where nothing moved, 
everything slept, everything dreamed, everything saw itself in a dream 
asleep”（Poplavsky, 2000, 12）—as is written in the first novel.
　　Thus, Oleg is attracted to women in association with Russia as a 
symbol of emotions and memories, the elements that consist of Valery’s 
“implex.” They are revealed on the skin by chance. In Poplavsky’s 
novel, too, emotions and memories linked with Russia are revealed 
on the skin. It is also remarkable that the narrator finds Oleg’s face, 
when he was in love with one of the women, as “uniquely Russian” in 
contrast with the face of Bezobrazov, who perhaps “honestly considers 
himself as a Frenchman”（Poplavsky, 2000, 340）. According to the 
narrator, Russia should be somewhere opposite to the superficial 
French mask of Bezobrazov.
　　Now it is clear why Oleg’s search for salvation is accompanied 
by touching. That is because, during his trip home, Oleg tried to get 
behind the skin, to its depth, seeking Russian depth. Oleg’s contacts of 
the women’s surface bodies reflect his desire for their depth.
　　Oleg’s search fails. While he loved Tanya, he compared her smell 
to “a lump of Russian soil”（Poplavsky, 2000, 374）. However, almost 
at the end of the novel, when he became disillusioned with Tanya 
and his love for her, he hated her body and regarded it as “the healthy 
sunburned mountain of flesh”（Poplavsky, 2000, 404）. For Oleg, 
something Russian had vanished. He knows that “when the love, that is 
the life itself, like blood, comes out to the surface, immediately farewell 
to the happy time!”（Poplavsky, 2000, 409）. He longed for life, trying 
to obtain Russian in its depth, but the depth, or what seemed to be it, is 
unstable and does not stay forever; and it comes to the surface. When 
it does so, it is not what was expected. Valery’s character “I” insists 
that there is no “fixed idea” because everything behind the surface is 
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uncertain. The surface is just an accidental revelation of something 
hidden, but it is the only reality. For Oleg, Russia is only one of the 
uncertain hidden ideas, which sometimes surfaces. It attracts Oleg only 
when it seems to exist behind the surface in the depth. Thus, Oleg, who 
had refused to accept an ascetic way of life, failed in the search for 
salvation in physical love.
５. As a hurt border
When Oleg searched for depth through the surface, by touching the 
skin of his loved women, the skin was the object of his perception. 
However, in this novel, we can find another, quite important image of 
the skin as the subject. In the unknown narrator’s words, reiterating 
“there is nothing deeper than the skin,” we can read “what would the 
skin be without its spectator, does not a belated virgin who does not 
know her husband scratch herself with disgust”（Poplavsky, 2000, 
256）. The skin is not only an object to be perceived, but also it has its 
own feelings and gets hurt. We have to remember that Oleg himself 
suffered from what is called “the skin disease,” which was not cured in 
the search for the depth in others’ skin. Oleg’s skin has its feelings—
pains, itches, and otherwise. In Poplavsky’s novels, the skin is also 
distinctly represented as the subject which itself is afflicted by “the 
skin disease.” Giving light on this image of the skin would help us 
understand what “the skin disease” is.
　　We have to distinguish two images of the hurt skin as a subject. 
The first one appeared during Oleg’s “trip home.” Oleg’s skin is hurt 
and feels itchy from lice. This seems to be an insignificant detail 
that shows the unhealthy, unsanitary, and poor environment of his 
life. However, it is not by chance that this detail appeared when 
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Katya entered his life. In the evening, when Oleg first met Katya, the 
invisible lice hurt his skin（Poplavsky, 2000, 307）. On another day, 
when he was waiting for “the heavy, muddy torpor of happiness, wine 
and Katya’s existence”（Poplavsky, 2000, 308）, he was “stunned by 
objectivity which had entered into his life”（Poplavsky, 2000, 308）. 
“His body itched, but he cannot itch”（Poplavsky, 2000, 309）. This 
is a metaphor for his impatience, but it is also the reaction of his skin 
to the collapse of his border; soon after the depiction of this detail, we 
can read his asking, “where is my border?”（Poplavsky, 2000, 310）. 
To this question, the narrator answers negatively, “in the deep solitude, 
on the other side of the borrowed mask you stay completely not with 
yourself, but nor with something, even not with everyone”（Poplavsky, 
2000, 310）. The skin represents the border, but it is a collapsed fragile 
border or a borrowed mask that cannot assure someone’s self.
　　In this connection, we can also find the image of the skin 
representing the vulnerable border of a person, which reacts to the 
friction and separation from others in addition to others’ appearance. 
When Oleg is anxious about relations with Tanya, he swims in the 
sea, and his skin is injured（Poplavsky, 2000, 272）. His arms pained 
and itched after he quarreled with Katya（Poplavsky, 2000, 330）. 
Furthermore, when Katya was leaving to visit her family for Christmas 
and Oleg was seeing her off, in a broken relationship, the scene was 
described with a mirage that was compared with “the flayed skin”
（Poplavsky, 2000, 362）. When Oleg returned home, we can read 
that “the cold entered his exhausted, scratched skin”（Poplavsky, 
2000, 363）. These examples are also considered the image of the skin 
representing Oleg’s hurt border. Thus, as far as Oleg’s “trip home” is 
concerned, we can find two features of the skin’s image: the perception 
of the possible Russian depth and irritation by others’ existence.
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　　Moreover, there is another image of the skin as a subject that 
should be discussed apart from the first one since it is found in the 
context of the religious orientation. In Poplavsky’s novels, the skin 
around the eyes is corroded by tears. Chagin mentioned that such 
concepts of the Russian Orthodox Church as “good,” “compassion,” 
and “tears” were crucial for Poplavsky’s search for religious salvation 
with the influence of French writers and artists （Chagin, 2008, 190）. 
It is not that simple as those who are thought to be the representatives 
of Western Christianityⅴ shed tears, but there is no doubt that “tears” 
are a significant religious concept in Poplavsky’s works.
　　In Poplavsky’s second novel, tears come out when Oleg confesses 
his love to God as if he searched for salvation in religion. Oleg prays to 
God so that he can “become something, a human being”（Poplavsky, 
2000, 312）, and he cries. The tears “came out at the corner of the 
eyes, being born in heart, enduring, pouring life from the depth of the 
heart, watering the soul” （Poplavsky, 2000, 312）. However, what is 
important for us is that the tears corrode his eyes （“his corroded eyes 
sting and itch sweetly”（Poplavsky, 2000, 312））, which means that the 
heavens also hurt earthly Oleg. Besides, it deserves mentioning that the 
heavens also hurt his border. Having failed in his search for salvation 
in love in his “trip home,” Oleg turned to religious salvation, “the 
intolerable, constant obviousness of God and sin”（Poplavsky, 2000, 
420）, again in vain. Then, Oleg’s narrative says, “there is not my home, 
but history, eternity, the Revelation; no souls, no self, no ‘I,’ nothing 
mine, but just from the sky to the earth—the fire waterfall of the world 
existence, formation, disappearance, where are Katya, Tanya, I and 
Apollon—only shadows, faces and mysterious figures” （Poplavsky, 
2000, 420）. In the religious life, Oleg finds the lack of “self,” the 
border that could make the existence “self.” It is symbolic that Oleg 
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sweats all over as if what was inside him was coming out. Thus, in the 
second novel, both others’ existence and God irritate Oleg’s skin, his 
border making his “self.”
　　As to tears, we have to refer to the first novel Apollon Bezobrazov 
where the motif of tears is more frequent and suggestive than the 
second one. In this book, one of the main character is a mystic girl 
called Tereza who has a secret sensibility to feel the supernatural.ⅵ Tears 
represent not only her emotion but also her consolation and salvation 
（“tears of grief are mixed with the tears of bliss”（Poplavsky, 2000, 
127））, “tears came to save me”（Poplavsky, 2000, 190））. Tereza wrote 
the following words in her diary.
Life is meaningless and empty when it is meaningful, busy and 
fulfilled. When it is empty, in the remorse, boredom, dirty dishes, 
and guilty conscience, we understand something more clearly, see 
something invisible behind the senses. It happens, then I cry and 
cry. Perhaps, it is not good that I like to cry so much, but this is 
the only consolation even Christ did not deny.（Poplavsky, 2000, 
185）
　　It is also noteworthy that once she talked about her wish 
to become blind. This reminds us of Jacque Derrida’s discourse 
about tears that “what is essential for eyes is tears, not sight（…） 
Revelationary blindness, apocalyptic blindness, blindness which 
reveals the truth itself of eyes should be the look covered with tears”
（Derrida, 1998, 155）. Tereza’s eyes bring her closer to revelation by 
tears, not by sight.
　　Besides Tereza, Vasha also tends to cry, and tears give him 
consolation, too. He was made almost to cry, feeling sorrowful 
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consolation（Poplavsky, 2000, 169）. For Vasha, “tears, as the only 
release and as Jesus, irresistibly came to me,” “tears are the only means 
of communicating with Jesus, but it is absolutely real, physical, and I 
consider it the most perfect”（Poplavsky, 2000, 218）.
　　Yet, tears are important not only as the means of consolation 
or communication with Christ. There are also details that show their 
additional features. While Tereza lived in a convent, Robert, a young 
priest, fell in love with her, confessed his love to her, and blasphemed 
God. We cannot ignore that he shed tears（Poplavsky, 2000, 121）, 
blaspheming God. Banished from the village where the convent was, 
one day Robert, leading a life of foolishness for Christ, happened to 
appear where Vasha, Bezobrazov, Tereza, and others lived, singing 
about the Holy Mother, repeating “Lacrimosa!,” that is “shedding 
tears”（Poplavsky, 2000, 178）. Tereza cried when she found him, 
Robert also cried. Robert started to live with them, but one day he fell 
off a cliff and died. While dying, Robert weeps “more bitterly, almost 
without tears”（Poplavsky, 2000, 207）, then “he hears an invisible 
choir singing, “Blessed are those that weep, for they shall be consoled” 
（Poplavsky, 2000, 208）. At this moment, even Apollon, who had been 
with Robert when he fell off a cliff, cried for the first time in a long 
period. While Robert’s body was being carried, Tereza’s “burnt” face 
was smeared with tears（Poplavsky, 2000, 214）, which means tears 
could hurt the skin.
　　We have to pay attention to two moments in this story of Robert 
filled with tears. First, Robert shed tears, blaspheming God. Second, 
dying Robert weeps “almost without tears.” Both these details should 
be interpreted in connection with the words Tereza once heard in 
her dream “tears are the only water of life”（Poplavsky, 2000, 197）. 
Tears are “real, physical,” and belong to “life”; not to the dead. 
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It is neither God nor the heavens but Christ as Incarnation who is 
connected by tears. That is why Robert, even blaspheming God, shed 
tears, and “weeps without tears,” while dying. Tears console those 
who live an earthly life. We have to remember that Vasha compared 
émigrés suffering from “the skin disease” to beggars and Christ. Christ 
represents the earthly life, not the heavens, even though he seemed to 
be “more dead than alive” with the miserable appearance.
　　In both novels, tears represent the religious consolation. However, 
it is important to emphasize that they belong to life, Christ, and not 
to the heavens. Skin is corroded and pained by tears when someone 
overlapped with Christ turns to God. As tears belong to life, the pain on 
the skin can be felt only by those alive. The skin is hurt and pained in 
the ultimate approach of the earthly existence to the heavens. In short, 
the skin corroded by tears can be understood as the border between the 
earth and the heavens.
　　Thus, the hurt skin as a subject represents the vulnerable border 
between “I” and others and also between the earthly life, which was 
called Russia in the second novel, and the heavens.
６. Conclusion
In Poplavsky’s novels, the skin is always pained. Either turning to the 
Russian depth or the heavens, the skin gets hurt. The hurt and irritated 
skin is regarded vulnerable and uncertain border with the heavens and 
the earthly others. The problem of the hurt border, which is represented 
in the image of the skin, the surface, or the existence, is linked to 
the image of the depth, the self or the essence. It is interesting that 
Benthien in her book on the skin, distinguished “the self as the skin” 
and “the self in the skin”（Benthien, 2014, 33）. The either image of 
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the skin has the potential to become a border of the self. However, for 
Poplavsky, there is no certain self.
　　Poplavsky’s second novel has a significant episode on 
understanding this lack of self. Oleg, searching for salvation, tried 
to live and connect with history and joined a demonstration in Paris, 
which somehow reminded him of the revolution in Moscow. Among 
“the alien people,” he thought that “he would cry in Russian...”
（Poplavsky, 2000, 397）. However, he could not connect with history. 
After leaving the chaos, his nerves were “flayed”（Poplavsky, 2000, 
400）. Oleg was like a carcass as if he had been deprived of his skin and 
internal organs. He realized his lack of depth beneath the skin. Oleg 
never had Russia inside himself, he had no past, and he “always lived 
beyond the history”（Poplavsky, 2000, 353）, even before emigration 
during the civil war. To say nothing of the impossibility of obtaining 
Russia in women, Russia itself never existed for him as something 
certain. Russia was an uncertain idea, hidden behind the skin. He might 
feel it, and it could be the surface by chance, but it is only skin-deep.
　　Chagin wrote that “the conversation about Poplavsky is actually 
the conversation about the whole younger generation of the first wave” 
（Chagin, 2008, 191）. The skin reflects their being. The younger 
generation did not have memories of Russia, and the image of the skin 
in Poplavsky’s novel showed that the lack of such memories made the 
border of a man vulnerable. For the older generation, the border existed 
between Russia and other countries, the past and the current. They had 
memories, something Russian which could define them. Meanwhile, 
the younger émigrés lacked such things to give them clarity. Russian 
religious thoughts influenced Poplavsky, but this was just one of his 
many complex features. The influence is evident, but it does not mean 
that he constantly, without wavering, saw such an influence as his self.
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　　Thus, the characters in Poplavsky’s novels and the younger 
émigrés suffered from a lack of certain contents and the uncertainty of 
borders represented by this hurt skin. Only skin represents their earthly 
existence, their self, but it hurts easily and is too vulnerable to be a 
credible border without Russian depth. Behind the commonality with 
European thoughts on the surface, the image of the skin reveals the 
lack of Russian depth.
（Endnotes）
ⅰ This article is based on the unpublished paper delivered at the 10th East Asian 
Conference on Slavic Eurasian Studies（June 2019, University of Tokyo）. It 
was originally named “Skin and Russia in Boris Poplavsky’s Home from  the 
Heavens ,” discussing Poplavsky’s second novel. This article studies both of 
Poplavsky’s novels to respond to the commentaries made by Prof. Shinichi 
Murata who pointed out the problem of religiousness. I highly appreciate his 
commentaries which helped me understand Poplavsky’s works better. 
ⅱ It is known that in his early days, Poplavsky learned the canons of futuristic 
writing, imitating Mayakovsky in his first poems published in the anthology 
Radio in Kharkov in 1920. However, even then, as A. Chagin wrote, he had 
already shown his independent distinctive poetical features（Chagin, 2008, 141）.
ⅲ In the first novel, we can read the following about Tereza: “one page was enough 
for her to evaluate a book, （…） and, actually, why should we read good books 
to the end, is not whole of Proust contained in one of his infinite phrases with 
many subordinate clauses, and is not the whole soul of the writer in a certain 
permutation of the adjective, in one description of a single gloomy morning?”
（Poplavsky, 2000, 161）.
ⅳ Poplavsky thought that French pictures focused on the depiction of the world as 
it is, not on the world as it should be, and he believed that Russian painters might 
appeal to dreamers and visionaries （Poplavsky, 2009, 166）. This also helps us 
understand that Russia, for Poplavsky, represents something behind the surface, 
something in the depth.
ⅴ It has been proved that each of the characters in his novel Apollon Bezobrazov 
represents a certain religious tradition from the Catholic Carmelites mystic, while 
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in Russian “forest asceticism” it is regarded as the national feature of Russian 
religiosity （Galkina, 2011, 13–16）.
ⅵ The image of Tereza was created under the influence of Thérèse of Lisieux’s 
canonization in 1925, and her nature came from the Carmelites mystic（Galkina, 
2011, 14）.
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